
Congressional 
Research Service 

Informing the legislative debate since 1914 



Changes in the Arctic: 

Background and Issues for Congress 



Ronald O'Rourke, Coordinator 

Specialist in Naval Affairs 

October 22, 2015 



Congressional Research Service 

7-5700 

www.crs.gov 

R41153 



CRS REPORT 
Prepared for Members and 
Committees of Congress — 
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Summary 

The diminishment of Arctic sea ice has led to increased human activities in the Arctic, and has 
heightened interest in, and concerns about, the region’s future. The United States, by virtue of 
Alaska, is an Arctic country and has substantial interests in the region. On January 21, 2015, 
President Obama issued an executive order for enhancing coordination of national efforts in the 
Arctic. The United States assumed the chairmanship of the Arctic Council on April 24, 2015, and 
will serve in that capacity for two years. 

Record low extents of Arctic sea ice over the past decade have focused scientific and policy 
attention on links to global climate change and projected ice-free seasons in the Arctic within 
decades. These changes have potential consequences for weather in the United States, access to 
mineral and biological resources in the Arctic, the economies and cultures of peoples in the 
region, and national security. 

The five Arctic coastal states — the United States, Canada, Russia, Norway, and De nm ark (of 
which Greenland is a territory) — are in the process of preparing Arctic territorial claims for 
submission to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf. The Russian claim to the 
enormous underwater Lomonosov Ridge, if accepted, would reportedly grant Russia nearly one- 
half of the Arctic area. There are also four other unresolved Arctic territorial disputes. 

The diminishment of Arctic ice coidd lead in coming years to increased commercial shipping on 
two trans-Arctic sea routes — the Northern Sea Route and the Northwest Passage. Current 
international guidelines for ships operating in Arctic waters are being updated. 

Changes to the Arctic brought about by warming temperatures will likely allow more exploration 
for oil, gas, and minerals. Warming that causes permafrost to melt could pose challenges to 
onshore exploration activities. Increased oil and gas exploration and tourism (cruise ships) in the 
Arctic increase the risk of pollution in the region. Cleaning up oil spills in ice-covered waters will 
be more difficult than in other areas, primarily because effective strategies have yet to be 
developed. 

Large commercial fisheries exist in the Arctic. The United States is currently meeting with other 
countries regarding the management of Arctic fish stocks. Changes in the Arctic could affect 
threatened and endangered species. Under the Endangered Species Act, the polar bear was listed 
as threatened on May 15, 2008. Arctic climate change is also expected to affect the economies, 
health, and cultures of Arctic indigenous peoples. 

Two of the Coast Guard’s three polar icebreakers — Polar Star and Polar Sea — have exceeded 
their intended 30-year service lives, and Polar Sea is not operational. On May 12, 2011, 
representatives from the member states of the Arctic Council signed an agreement on cooperation 
on search and rescue in the Arctic. 

Although there is significant international cooperation on Arctic issues, the Arctic is increasingly 
being viewed by some observers as a potential emerging security issue. Some of the Arctic 
coastal states, particularly Russia, have announced an intention or taken actions to enhance their 
military presences in the high north. U.S. military forces, particularly the Navy and Coast Guard, 
have begun to pay more attention to the region in their planning and operations. 
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Introduction 

The diminishment of Arctic sea ice has led to increased human activities in the Arctic, and has 
heightened interest in, and concerns about, the region’s future. Issues such as Arctic sovereignty 
claims; commercial shipping through the Arctic; Arctic oil, gas, and mineral exploration; 
endangered Arctic species; and increased military operations in the Arctic could cause the region 
in coming years to become an arena of international cooperation or competition. 

The United States, by virtue of Alaska, is an Arctic country and has substantial political, 
economic, energy, environmental, and other interests in the region. Decisions that Congress, the 
executive branch, foreign governments, international organizations, and commercial firms make 
on Arctic-related issues could significantly affect these interests. 

This report provides an overview of Arctic-related issues for Congress, and refers readers to more 
in-depth CRS reports on specific Arctic -related issues. Congressional readers with questions 
about an issue discussed in this report should contact the author or authors of the section 
discussing that issue. The authors are identified by footnote at the start of each section. 

This report does not track legislation on specific Arctic -related issues. For tracking of legislative 
activity, see the CRS reports relating to specific Arctic -related issues that are listed at the end of 
this report, just prior to Appendix A. 

Background 1 

Definitions of the Arctic 

There are multiple definitions of the Arctic that result in differing descriptions of the land and sea 
areas encompassed by the term. Policy discussions of the Arctic can employ varying definitions 
of the region, and readers should bear in mind that the definition used in one discussion may 
differ from that used in another. This CRS report does not rely on any one definition. 

Arctic Circle Definition and Resulting Arctic Countries 

The most common and basic definition of the Arctic defines the region as the land and sea area 
north of the Arctic Circle (a circle of latitude at about 66.34° North). For surface locations within 
this zone, the sun is generally above the horizon for 24 continuous hours at least once per year (at 
the summer solstice) and below the horizon for 24 continuous hours at least once per year (at the 
winter solstice). 

The Arctic Circle definition includes the northernmost third or so of Alaska, as well as the 
Chukchi Sea, which separates that part of Alaska from Russia, and U.S. territorial and Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ) waters north of Alaska. It does not include the lower two-thirds or so of 
Alaska or the Bering Sea, which separates that lower part of the state from Russia. 

Eight countries have territory north of the Arctic Circle: the United States (Alaska), Canada, 
Russia, Norway, Denmark (by virtue of Greenland, a member country of the Kingdom of 
Denmark), Finland, Sweden, and Iceland. 2 These eight countries are often referred to as the Arctic 



1 Except for the subsection on the Arctic and the U.N. Convention on the Law of the Sea, this section was prepared by 
Ronald O’Rourke, Specialist in Naval Affairs, Foreign Affairs, Defense, and Trade Division. 

2 On November 25, 2008, voters in Greenland approved a referendum for greater autonomy that some observers view 
(continued...) 



Congressional Research Service 



1 



